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ACharacter in Plato's Republic (written twenty-five hundred years ago) makes an argument that is familiar to us today. No one does what is right simply for its own sake. People act ethically because they don't want to endure the punishment that would follow if they were caught doing something unethical. Those 
whom we call "good" would be indistinguishable from "bad" people if the threat of external punishment were 
removed. In the famous vignette sketched by Plato, a mythical shepherd found a magic ring that allowed him to 
become invisible. Once this gende, benevolent shepherd had the power to act with impunity, he killed the king, 
married the queen, and took over the kingdom. [This timeless story from Plato's Republic, "The Ring of Gyges," 
is translated and included at the end of this section.] 
What would you do if you had the magic ring? To put the question less allegorically: if you were certain that 
your actions would neither be detected by others nor punished, what wouldn't you do? Wouldn't you drive at 
80 m.p.h. on the Interstate late at night? Go to the movies without paying? Fudge some figures on your income 
tax? Have an affair? 
If, however, you believe that there are things that you would not do, lines you would not cross, even if you 
would not be detected or punished, then you have an implicit rebuttal to this claim that no one chooses good "will-
ingly". (Note that any reference to God's omniscience, the promise of heaven, and the threat of hell must be 
bracketed out for the sake of this argument. We are trying to find out what we would be capable of if detection 
and punishment were not part of the picture.) But if God should take a holiday, and no one else is watching or 
otherwise seems to care what we do, then the motivation for acting morally is hard to figure out. After all, isn't 
the happiest person the one who is able to do what he wants, and to get what he desires? 
The main theme of Plato's Republic, the second bestselling book of all time, is a response to this question: 
"Why be moral?" This question also lies at the heart of business ethics. We mentioned earlier that "moral dilem-
mas," where we are unsure about what the right thing to do is, must be distinguished from tests of integrity or 
character. Being able to "solve" a moral dilemma is only part-arguably the smaller part--of the challenge of 
ethics. The greater part, and the harder part, is actually doing what we know is right. The tactic is one thing, the 
execution is another. 
5 I am suggesting here that being able to answer the question, "Why be moral?" may be vital to that execu-
tion. That is, understanding why we should want to be moral is crucial to our ability, not merely to know right 
from wrong, but to care about doing what is right, and to care enough to try hard to avoid doing what we know 
to be wrong. The ancient Greeks believed that when you know better, you can do better. If I know what is 
good-really understand why what is good is good-it diminishes my desire to do what isn't good. Thus, if! can 
make clear to myself what the intrinsic value of morality is, my integrity will be fortified. 
So, let me invite readers to think, once again, about how they would answer this question for themselves. 
The matter becomes tricky for two reasons. First, articulating a reason for being moral seems to nullify moral 
worth. Philosophers like Kant insist that there is something pure about moral obligation: introducing ulterior 
motives for moral actions reduces those actions to mere expediency, The essence of morality is that you have cer-
tain obligations that you must uphold, no matter what. You must fulfill them unconditionally. We will return to 
this issue later. 
That the question, "why be moral," is tricky in a second respect can be seen from Plato's aforementioned 
story of the shepherd and the magic ring. Suppose you say in response that you wouldn't steal a big screen televi-
sion from "Best Buy," even with the guarantee that you would not be detected or punished. The "man in the 
mirror" would always know. You just couldn't feel good about yourself with theft on your conscience. But doesn't 
this amount, once again, to self-interest governing your actions? You don't steal because you don't want to feel 
bad. Note that by this reasoning, even saints are selfishly motivated. Mother Theresa bathed the feet of the 
COOK I WHY BE MORAL? 
untouchables because doing so made her "feel good about herself." There is no such thing as a selfless act. In this 
instance, Plato's character would turn out to be correct: no one acts ethically strictly for the sake of goodness. 
Indeed, no one could act without selfish motives. 
But this reasoning is flawed. Certainly every action that expresses human intentionality reflects a desire. 
Thus every action in some sense fulfills a person's desire. But that doesn't mean that all acts are selfish. It's not 
that you want something that is operative here-you always have to want something. What is relevant is what you 
want. There is a world of difference between wanting to satisfy some immediate personal impulse, regardless of 
its effects on others, and wanting to enrich the larger human community. And there is a world of difference 
between the person who feels good when some immediate desire is satisfied, and the person who feels good when 
the community is enriched. 
Having said all of that, there is no way around the fact that individual interests are inextricable from the 
interests of the larger society of which the individual is a part. If the Navy is flourishing in its achievements, this 
redounds to the benefit of the individual sailor. Likewise, if a sailor performs well, the entire Navy is in a sense 
made better by it. To the extent that this is true, your self-interest cannot be irreconcilably in conflict with, let 
alone utterly divorced from, the wider interests of your community and its other members! There is no zero-sum 
game. Your community thrives when you do, and vice versa. 
25 
10 Seeing your own interests as coextensive with community interests can be seen as one hallmark of what we 10 
might term "the moral point of view." Vice versa, thinking your interests to be wholly opposed to, or divorced 
from the wider interests of friends and neighbors (including clients and customers) in your community is, for 
want of a better term, a profound misunderstanding or confusion regarding who you yourself are, what you truly 
desire, and indeed, about what it is, finally, to be a human being in society. This is nowhere as salient as in busi-
ness ethics. It is this profound insight that lies behind the oft-heard summation of enlightened business profes-
sionals, that "good ethics is good business." 
Why Should Businesses Be Ethical? 
Perhaps we cannot say without qualification, however, that "good ethics is [always?] good business." What we 
can say unequivocally is that, invariably, bad ethics is bad for business. Think about the incalculable damage that 
has been done to Toyota, not by the alleged design flaw in its Camry, but by the prevarication and cover-up that 
ensued. This was hardly unprecedented: remember Ford's predicament with the exploding Pinto and the tipsy 
Explorer? Will British Petroleum ever recover from the oil disaster in the Gulf of Mexico? Many of us would 
avoid doing business with a corporation that is irresponsible in environmental matters, or unscrupulous in its 
treatment of employees, or corrupt in its public dealings in general, simply because we're afraid that we as cus-
tomers won't get a fair deal from such companies. Perhaps this is why corporate philanthropy has become such a 
great marketing tool. Moreover, when you figure in the costs oflitigation in cases of corporate malfeasance, act-
ing ethically is clearly good for the bottom line. Herein lies a preliminary response to Milton Friedman. 
The current global economic meltdown provides a more profound illustration of why businesses should be 
moral. The exact causes of this crisis are likely manifold, and probably include technical misunderstandings, 
faulty economic theories, or mathematical models of risk that were not clear even to the "quants" who devised 
them. In addition, inadequate government regulation (in the sense that illegal activities were not caught and 
punished by oversight authorities) played some role in the crisis. But moral failings, in the form of illicit or 
unethical business dealings, were undoubtedly involved. 
If we consult game theory here, the outcome is predictable. If we attempt to playa game without a basic 
commitment to following its rules, there will be no game at all. Imagine a basketball game in which rules were 
not observed. There is no game! No one is really scoring. There are only people running around with a ball. 
Cheating ultimately undermines, and finally eliminates the game itself, along with any possible gain that could 
come about by playing (including eliminating, in the end, any gain that might seem to be had by cheating) . 
The government invested 8.5 trillion dollars to restore the flagging economy, to (as it were) "save the game," 
and rescue the players from themselves. That Goldman Sachs ultimately helped bring on the crisis (and nearly its 
own demise) by first marketing sub-prime debt as highly-rated negotiable securities, and then attempted to 
profit further by "selling them short" (in effect, betting against the success of their own investment instruments) 
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demonstrates that collusion, deception, and malign criminality are not far, in the end, from obtuse stupidity. A 
sound market is a sine qua non for any investment house to realize sustainable profits, yet by their very malfea-
sance they are undermining the economic system that will make their own ongoing profitable activities possible.3 
15 Here, then, is the ultimate justification for ethics in business. "Ethics" simply represents the very "rules of 15 
the game," the necessary ordering and governing of behavior, along with the definition of, and constraints on, 
unacceptable behavior that make the activity or game itself possible. Ethics represents the rules required for there 
to be a game at all ! 
It is no exaggeration, then, to liken "business ethics" to biological necessity. Some species seem to instinc-
tively cooperate: ants work together to support the colony; meercats band together to stave off predators. 
Human instincts may not always tend towards cooperation, but we are able to reason to the conclusion that 
without basic moral rules, we will exterminate ourselves! Imagine a community that does not prohibit lying, 
cheating, fraud, or violence. Such a community is unimaginable because it couldn't exist. Where lying, fraud and 
cheating were permitted, there would be no community in the first place. How could there be any exchanges, 
deals, or cooperative enterprises where there was no expectation of truth-telling or promise keeping? How could 
there even be meaningful speech if deception was the norm? And if wanton violence were permitted, the com-
munity would literally self-destruct. 
But Why Should I Be Moral? 
We have been arguing thus far that business ethics is justified because employee, customer, community, and 
shareholder interests are connected, and because the long-term interests of businesses align with the long-term 
interest of the societies of which they are a part. Now for the sake of argument let us assume that you, as an indi-
vidual, really could profit at the expense of the community (or that the ramifications of your actions would be 
sufficiently diffused or delayed for it to appear that way). Is there still a reason, other than avoidance of punish-
ment, why you, as an individual, should be moral? 
People sometimes invoke "conscience" at this point, but this strikes me as simply putting a name or label to 
the still-unsolved riddle. What, after all, is "conscience?" What is its source? How does it come to be that some 
people are utterly without it? Conscience has been equated with everything from the "voice of God" within us to 
Walt Disney's famous character, "Jiminy Cricket." Can we say something more? 
First, being moral expresses personal integrity, and personal integrity is the key to self-possession. I hesitate 
to use the word "integrity" in this context: it is so widely and loosely applied that it obscures the very problem 
we're trying to illuminate. The Latin root of the word, however, is revealing. Integritas means wholeness, com-
pleteness, "being undivided." Think of "integer," meaning natural whole number, or "integral" calculus, where 
the areas circumscribed by a curve are summed up into a total unit. To integrate the parts of your personality 
into a unified whole, to grasp that your self interest is not divorced from the interest of the community of which 
you are a part, is to reduce-or eliminate-the internal struggle that torments the divided self. "Integrity" also 
means soundness-the state of being unimpaired. We speak of the structural integrity of a bridge, for example: 
here is a structure that holds itself together, that withstands the demands placed on it. In a person with integrity 
this amounts to self possession and internal strength. VADM James B. Stockdale referred to this kind of integrity 
when he described how he endured the "extortion environment" of the Vietnam POW camp. "Keep your con-
science clean," he said. "This'ensures that you can't be manipulated." 
20 Integrity also lays the groundwork for self respect. Moral accountability, or willingness to accept responsibil- 20 
ity for one's own life, leads to a kind of authenticity and seems to increase the substance of your personhood. Self 
respect has nothing to do with the approval of others. It is a function of self-possession: you "own yourself," and 
you can't be bought. You have no price. Hence, wholeness and self-possession, both arguably essential to human 
happiness, are a function of living the moral life. Moral virtues also seem to be the very qualities that make truly 
loving, fulfilling human relationships possible. The "moral point of view" encompasses the recognition that you 
are just one person among many, equally deserving others whose company and friendship the ethical individual 
is liberated to enjoy. 
3See SEC press release: "SEC Charges Goldman Sachs with Fraud in Structuring and Marketing of CDO Tied to Subprime Mortgages" 
(16 April 2010): http://www,sec.gov/news/pressI2010/2010-59 htm. 
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Finally, the moral life seems also to be essential if we are to feel worthy of the things that we have. What lit-
tle we know of the odd, inner psychological workings of our anti-heroes, Bernard Madoff' and Kenneth Lay, 
makes it amply clear that neither, finally, were apparently able to fully enjoy the gains they had made, because 
neither thought themselves worthy of those ill-gotten gains. What sense does it make to bilk others of their life 
savings, if, in the end, you can't enjoy the profits! True psychopaths (like Plato's tyrants) finally are incapable of 
"enjoying" anything, while decent persons who have gone far astray are usually unable to reconcile themselves to 
the harm and misery they have caused, and their very decency renders them unable to enjoy the fruits of that 
misery. 
The amoral, self-interested, wholly self-absorb1d egoist who has no regard for others, nor respect for the 
constraints and guidance of morality, does not emerge (on Plato's account) as a clever, ruthless, or superior being. 
Such a person is alienated from himself, from others, and from the community, unable to enjoy the fruits of the 
good life, or develop and cultivate caring human relationships that make human life worth living. He (or she) is, 
finally, portrayed less as clever, ruthless, or superior than as desolate, confused, and ultimately profoundly unful-
filled and unhappy. What sane person desires to live like that? This ultimate insight about morality provides an 
intrinsic reason for desiring to be ethical, and for trying as hard as one can to live a morally-upright ("just" or 
"righteous") life. Once again, as mentioned earlier, we discover that morality is not a limitation on one's free-
dom. It is not imposed upon us from without. Rather, it is the expression and ultimate fulfillment of our free-
dom, and as such, represents a life that we freely choose to live. It is "living as we wish," when we have finally 
attained the full knowledge and understanding of what it truly is that we wish. 
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